FRANCIS OF ASSISI
They know this man. They know the sacrifices he has
made, the sufferings he has been through, the victory
he has won over himself, and the consecration he has
made of his new life. It is this long spiritual experi-
ence that speaks to them even more than his words.
All doubt of him has now been forgotten. They hail
him as their prophet and their leader. His fire kindles
their hearts and starts a flame burning throughout Italy.
In the first year of his apostolate a few men had joined
him. Now hundreds are ready to give up all and fol-
low him.
Is it strange? Not when one remembers the cold
and formal religious services in which the people had
been receiving stones instead of the spiritual bread
they craved. Not when one compares the warm and
vital common speech of Francis with the scholastic
and obscurantist sermons of the clergy. Not when
one understands the stark completeness of the com-
mitment of the friars to the life of the Spirit in a world
which had been following the life of the flesh and find-
ing in it only defeat and degradation.
The friars, during the first year, had lived in an old
stable temporarily abandoned by its owner. Now, as
their numbers increase, they must find larger quar-
ters. The neighboring Benedictine Monastery turns
over to them the little Chapel of Portiuncula. Around
this shrine the Franciscans build their huts of branches
plastered together with mud and grass. From it as
their center they go on preaching missions throughout
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